I
N the Special Collections of the Rutgers University Library there is a letter from Basil Hall to Charles Dickens requesting him to allow one of Hall's friends, a sculptor named Joseph, to sculpt a bust. There is no record that such a bust was ever done.
Hall , second son of Sir James Hall of Dunglass, Haddingtonshire, was educated at the high school of Edinburgh. He was a captain in the Royal Navy and a member of the Royal Society, to which he was elected in 1816. In addition to serving in the navy for many years, he also traveled widely, these travels including a visit to America in 1827-28. In 1829, he published an account in three volumes of his American journey, which Dickens read prior to his own visit to America in 1842. 1 Like Dickens, Hall was outspoken in his criticism of American life and manners. 2 Of Hall's fairly large output, his best known work is the Fragments of Voyages and Travels (1831-33) .
The text of the letter follows. The punctuation is altered where necessary for clarity or to conform to current usage, but it is basically Hall's own:
Portsmouth 29 th March 1841 My Dear Dickens, I have a favor to ask of you; and, without any round about excuses or apologies I state it at once. I wish you to allow your Bust to be done for me, by my friend Mr. Joseph 3 the Sculptor.
I have two reasons for making this request. The first is that I wish to possess a likeness-in that very agreeable line of portrait-of one who has afforded me-and my family-so very much amusement and instruction-and who I feel so proud of being allowed to call my friend. You might perhaps fancy it mock humility, were I to say that I feel my literary inferiority so much that I dare scarcely term myself a brother author-and that I shrink from offering you a bust of my own Phisog. by the same skillful hand. But if you would accept it, and put it anywhere, in a corner, I should be singularly gratified.
The other reason why I wish you to do me the favor to sit to Joseph is the double anxiety I feel to do both him and my Brother, Mr. Jas. Hall, a service. Mr. Joseph stood high as a sculptor at one time, and was doing very well in the world-when, partly owing to the cost of a large family-and partly, I suppose, to that kind of imprudence which clogs the domestic arrangements of so many men of genius and talents, the poor fellow, tumbled into difficulties, the details of which it is needless to bother you with. Out of these he was eventually rescued chiefly, I believe by the instrumentality of my brother-who, with the aid of other friends, has succeeded in putting him once more in a position to support himself and his family-who, by the way, he has somehow contrived-in the midst of his bitterest distress-to bring up most respectably.
Our wish has been to get persons to sit to him who stand high in the world, and are well known. Now, we are of opinion that a bust of you would do this cause great good. I may mention that Joseph is really a first rate sculptor, and I understand that Chantrey 4 has always spoken of him in that way. I enclose his card, and a list of the busts in his collection which you might look at in your rounds.
I am well aware how desperately a man in your position must be bored by similar applications-and I cannot wish you to do anything especially inconvenient-or which might disturb any rule you may College, Cambridge. He studied at the Royal Academy, and was a frequent exhibitor there. In 1823 he settled in Edinburgh, and was elected a fellow of the Royal Scottish Academy. He is best known for his statue of Sir David Wilkie in the National Gallery of Scotland, and that of William Wilberforce in Westminster Abbey. Other works of his which have survived include busts in the National Gallery of Scotland of Lord Brougham and the Reverend Archibald Alison. 4 Sir Francis Legatt Chantrey (1781-1841), sculptor, and a member of the original committee of the Athenaeum Club, founded in 1824 (Johnson, Dickens, p. 232).
have been forced to lay down. But you need not fear that you will break any square [ ? ] 5 with us by refusing this request. On the other hand it will certainly oblige me very much if you can, consistently with other calls on your time, agree to sit to Joseph.
If you can-a note to my brother (Jas. Hall Esq.-40 Brewer St. Golden Square) will bring him to you, when every arrangement would be made to save you trouble, and to assist your hours, and convenience in other respects. (N. B. Of course-you are to be at no expense). I am aware that our worthy friend Angus Fletcher 6 has already modelled your head, and you might not choose to do anything uncourteous to him. But, my Brother will explain to you how any rash feeling may be entirely prevented-and, for the rest-it is, specifically, a first rate bust which I wish to possess of you-independently of the grand advertisement it must prove to Mr. Joseph, if, as I hope, it may prove worthy of the subject.
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